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She had grown stouter and broader, so that it was hard to recognize in the robust-looking young mother the slim, mobile Natasha of old days. Her features had become more defined, and wore an expression of calm softness and serenity. Her face had no longer that ever-glowing fire of eagerness that had once constituted her chief charm. Now, often her face and body were all that was to be seen, and the soul was not visible at all.
From War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, translated by Constance Garnett

International Acclaim for Helen Simpson’s 
GETTING A LIFE
“One of the finest, funniest, bravest collections of the past decade.” —Claire Dederer, The Seattle Times
“[Getting a Life] ought to establish her reputation on these shores. . . . Her quirky humor and linguistic dexterity may remind you of Lorrie Moore with a BBC accent.” — Jay McInerney, The New York Times Book Review
“Some of the most sensitive, insightful and finely crafted stories I have ever read.” —Ruth Rendell, The Mail on Sunday
“First-rate comic writing, particularly in the way that the comedy, grim though it may be, comes from noticing life and not from describing it facetiously. Her prose is exact, faultless.” —Nicholas Lezard, The Guardian
“She manages to travel both near to the bone and close to the heart.” —Clare Boylan, The Independent on Sunday
“It is the book’s truthfulness that makes it both intensely tragic and intensely comic.” —A. S. Byatt, The Mail on Sunday
“A wonderfully vivid, intimate and funny writer.” —Anthony Thwaite, The Sunday Telegraph
“Simply tremendous. . . . She is a witch, with the surest hand in contemporary fiction.” —Philip Hensher, The Spectator
“A collection of ingeniously linked tales about women who want something more out of life—the question is, do they know how to get it? Funny, sharp and moving, Simpson is one of the best short story writers around.” — Cosmopolitan
“Simpson’s ear and comic timing are perfect. . . . The only thing wrong with her stories is that there are so few of them.” —John Lanchester, Daily Telegraph
“Honest in its rejection of politically correct solutions.” —Joan Mellen, The Baltimore Sun 
“Wonderful stories by a true artist who deserves to sell by the squillion.” —Harry Ritchie, Financial Times

GOLDEN APPLES
Jade Beaumont was technically up in her bedroom revising for the exams which were now only weeks away. Her school gave them study days at home, after lectures on trust and idleness. She was supposed to be sorting out the differences between Wordsworth and Coleridge at the moment.
Down along the suburban pleasantness of Miniver Road the pavements were shaded by fruit trees, and the front gardens of the little Edwardian villas smiled back at her with early lilac, bushes of crimson flowering currant and the myopic blue dazzle of forget-me-nots. She felt light on her feet and clever, like a cat, snuffing the air, pinching a pungent currant leaf.
There was a belief held by Jade’s set that the earlier you hardened yourself off and bared your skin, the more lasting the eventual tan; and so she had that morning pulled on a brief white skirt and T-shirt. She was on her way to an interview for a holiday job at the garden center. Summer! She couldn’t wait. The morning was fair but chilly and the white-gold hairs on her arms and legs stood up and curved to form an invisible reticulation, trapping a layer of warm air a good centimeter deep.
I may not hope from outward forms to win
The passion and the life, whose fountains are within.

That was cool, but Coleridge was a minefield. Just when you thought he’d said something really brilliant, he went raving off full steam ahead into nothingness. He was a nightmare to write about. Anyway, she herself found outward forms utterly absorbing, the color of clothes, the texture of skin, the smell of food and flowers. She couldn’t see the point of extrapolation. Keats was obviously so much better than the others, but you didn’t get the choice of questions with him.
She paused to inhale the sweet air around a philadelphus Belle Etoile, then noticed the host of tired daffodils at its feet.
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing boy,
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows, 
He sees it in his joy.

She looked back down her years at school, the reined-in feeling, the stupors of boredom, the teachers in the classrooms like tired lion-tamers, and felt quite the opposite. She was about to be let out. And every day when she left the house, there was the excitement of being noticed, the warmth of eye-beams, the unfolding consciousness of her own attractive powers. She was the focus of every film she saw, every novel she read. She was about to start careering round like a lustrous loose cannon.
Full soon thy soul shall have her earthly freight,
 And custom lie upon thee with a weight,
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!
She was never going to go dead inside or live somewhere boring like this, and she would make sure she was in charge at any work she did and not let it run her. She would never be like her mother, making timetables and lists and endless arrangements, lost forever in a forest of twitching detail with her tense talk of juggling and her self-importance about her precious job and her joyless “running the family.” No, life was not some sort of military campaign; or, at least, hers would not be.
When she thought of her mother, she saw tendons and hawsers, a taut figure at the front door screaming at them all to do their music practice. She was always off out; she made them do what she said by remote control. Her trouble was, she’d forgotten how to relax. It was no wonder Dad was like he was.
And everybody said she was so amazing, what she managed to pack into twenty-four hours. Dad worked hard, they said, but she worked hard too  and did the home shift, whatever that was. Not really so very amazing, though; she’d forgotten to get petrol a couple of weeks ago, and the school run had ground to a halt. In fact some people might say downright inefficient.
On the opposite side of the road, a tall girl trailed past with a double buggy of grizzling babies, a Walkman’s shrunken tinkling at her ears. Au pair, remarked Jade expertly to herself, scrutinizing the girl’s shoes, cerise plastic jellies set with glitter. She wanted some just like that, but without the purple edging.
She herself had been dragged up by a string of au pairs. Her mother hated it when she said that. After all, she was supposed to take delight in us! thought Jade viciously, standing stock-still, outraged; like, be there with us. For us. Fair seed-time had my soul I don’t think.
Above her the cherry trees were fleecy and packed with a foam of white petals. Light warm rays of the sun reached her upturned face like kisses, refracted as a fizzy dazzle through the fringing of her eyelashes. She turned to the garden beside her and stared straight into a magnolia tree, the skin of its flowers’ stiff curves streaked with a sexual crimson. She was transported by the light and the trees, and just as her child self had once played the miniature warrior heroine down green alleys, so she saw her self now floating in this soft sunshine, moving like a panther into the long jeweled narrative which was her future.
Choice landscapes and triumphs and adventures quivered, quaintly framed there in the zigzag light like pendant crystals on a chandelier. There was the asterisk trail of a shooting star, on and on for years until it petered out at about thirty-three or thirty-four, leaving her at some point of self-apotheosis, high and nobly invulnerable, one of Tiepolo’s ceiling princesses looking down in beautiful amusement from a movie-star cloud. This was about as far as any of the novels and films took her too.
A pleasurable sigh escaped her as the vision faded, and she started walking again, on past the tranquil houses, the colored glass in a hall window staining the domestic light, a child’s bicycle propped against the trunk of a standard rose. She sensed babies breathing in cots in upstairs rooms, and solitary women becalmed somewhere downstairs, chopping fruit or on the telephone organizing some toddler tea. It really was suburban purdah round here. They were like battery hens, weren’t they, rows of identical hutches, so neat and tidy and narrow-minded. Imagine staying in all day, stewing in your own juices. Weren’t they bored out of their skulls? It was beyond her comprehension.
And so materialistic, she scoffed, observing the pelmeted strawberry-thief curtains framing a front room window; so bourgeois. Whereas her gap-year cousin had just been all over India for under two hundred pounds.
The world is too much with us; late and soon,
 Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.
Little we see in Nature that is ours;
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
Although after a good patch of freedom she fully intended to pursue a successful career, the way ahead paved by her future degrees in business studies and marketing. But she would never end up anywhere like here. No! It would be a converted warehouse with semiastral views and no furniture. Except perhaps for the ultimate sofa.
Jade rounded the corner into the next road, and suddenly there on the pavement ahead of her was trouble. A child was lying flat down on its back screaming while a man in coveralls crouched over it, his antidust mask lifted to his forehead like a frogman. Above them both stood a broad fair woman, urgently advising the child to calm down.
“You’ll be better with a child than I am,” said the workman gratefully as Jade approached, and before she could agree—or disagree—he had shot off back to his sandblasting.
“She’s stuck a lentil up her nose,” said the woman crossly, worriedly. “She’s done it before. More than once. I’ve got to get it out.”
She waved a pair of eyebrow tweezers in the air. Jade glanced down at the chubby blubbering child, her small squat nose and mess of tears and mucus, and moved away uneasily.
“We’re always down at Casualty,” said the mother, as rapidly desperate as a talentless stand-up comedian. “Last week she swallowed a penny. Casualty said, A penny’s OK, wait for it to come out the other end. Which it did. But they’d have had to open her up if it had been a five-pence piece, something to do with the serration or the size. Then she pushed a drawing pin up her nose. They were worried it might get into her brain. But she sneezed it out. One time she even pushed a french fry up her nostril, really far, and it needed extracting from the sinus tubes.”
Jade gasped fastidiously and stepped back.
“Maybe we should get her indoors,” suggested the woman, her hand on Jade’s arm. “It’s that house there across the road.”
“I don’t think—” started Jade.
“The baby, oh the baby!” yelped the woman. “He’s in the car. I forgot. I’ll have to . . .”
Before Jade could escape, the woman was running like an ostrich across the road towards a blue Volvo, its passenger door open onto the pavement, where from inside came the sobbing of the strapped-in baby. Jade tutted, glancing down at her immaculate clothes, but she had no option really but to pick up the wailing child and follow the mother. She did not want to be implicated in the flabby womany-ness of the proceedings, and stared crossly at this overweight figure ahead of her, ludicrously top-heavy in its bulky stained sweatshirt and sagging leggings.
Closer up, in the hallway, her hyperaesthetic teenage eyes observed the mother’s ragged cuticles, the graceless way her heels stuck out from the backs of her sandals like hunks of Parmesan, and the eyes which had dwindled to dull pinheads. The baby in her arms was dark red as a crab apple from bellowing, but calmed down when a bottle was plugged into its mouth.
It was worse in the front room. Jade lowered her snuffling burden to the carpet and looked around her with undisguised disdain. The furniture was all boring and ugly while the pictures, well, the pictures were like a propaganda campaign for family values—endless groupings on walls and ledges and shelves of wedding pictures and baby photos, a fluttery white suffocation of clichés.
The coffee table held a flashing Ansaphone and a hideous orange amaryllis lily on its last legs, red-gold anthers shedding pollen. Jade sat down beside it and traced her initials in this yolk-yellow dust with her fingertip.
“I used to love gardening,” said the woman, seeing this. “But there’s no time now. I’ve got an Apple up in the spare room, I try to keep a bit of part-time going during their naps. Freelance PR. Typing CVs.”
She waved the tweezers again and knelt above her daughter on the carpet.
I wouldn’t let you loose on my CV, thought Jade, recoiling. Not in a million years. It’d come back with jam all over it.
The little girl was quite a solid child and tried to control her crying, allowing herself to be comforted in between the probings inside her face. But she was growing hotter, and when, at the woman’s request, Jade unwillingly held her, she was like a small combustion engine, full of distress.
“See, if I hold her down, you have a try,” said the woman, handing her the tweezers.
Jade was appalled and fascinated. She peered up the child’s nose and could see a gray-green disk at the top of one fleshy nostril. Tentatively she waved the silver tongs. Sensibly the child began to howl. The mother clamped her head and shoulders down with tired violence.
“I don’t think I’d better do this,” said Jade. She was frightened that metal inside the warm young face combined with sudden fierce movement could be a disastrous combination.
The woman tried again and the walls rang with her daughter’s screams.
“Oh God,” she said. “What can I do?”
“Ring your husband?” suggested Jade.
“He’s in Leeds,” said the woman. “Or is it Manchester. Oh dear.”
“Ha,” said Jade. You’d think it was the fifties, men roaming the world while the women stayed indoors. The personal was the political, hadn’t she heard?
“I’ve got to make a phone call to say I’ll be late,” said the woman, distracted yet listless. She seemed unable to think beyond the next few minutes or to formulate a plan of action, as though in a state of terminal exhaustion. Jade felt obscurely resentful. If she ever found herself in this sort of situation—a man, babies, et cetera; when the time came; if. Well, he would be responsible for half the child care and half the housework. At least. She believed in justice, unlike this useless great lump.
“Why don’t you ring Casualty?” she suggested. “See what the queues are like?”
“I did that before,” said the woman dully. “They said, Try to get it out yourself.”
“I’m sorry,” said Jade, standing up. “I’m on my way to an interview. I’ll be late if I stay.” People should deal with their own problems, she wanted to say; you shouldn’t get yourself into situations you can’t handle then slop all over everybody else.
“Yes,” said the woman. “Thank you anyway.”
“You could ring the doctor,” said Jade on the way to the front door. “Ask for an emergency appointment.”
“I’ll do that next,” said the woman, brightening a little; then added suddenly, “This year has been the hardest of my life. The two of them.”
“My mother’s got four,” said Jade censoriously. “ And a job. Good-bye.”
She turned with relief back into the shining spring morning and started to sprint, fast and light, as quick off the blocks as Atalanta.

CAFÉ SOCIETY
Two shattered women and a bright-eyed child have just sat down at the window table in the café. Both women hope to talk, for their minds to meet; at the same time they are aware that the odds against this happening are about fifty to one. Still they have decided to back that dark horse Intimacy, somewhere out there muffledly galloping. They order coffee, and toast for the boy, who seizes a teaspoon and starts to bash away at the cracked ice marbling of the Formica table.
“No, Ben,” says his mother, prizing the spoon from his fingers and diverting his attention to the basket of sugar sachets. She flings discreet glances at the surrounding tables, gauging the degrees of irritability of those nearest. There are several other places they could have chosen, but this sandwich bar is where they came.
They might have gone to McDonald’s, so cheap and tolerant, packed with flat light and fat smells and unofficial crèche clamor. There they could have slumped like the old punch-bags they are while Ben screeched and flew around with the other children. McDonald’s is essentially a wordless experience, though, and they both want to see if they can for a wonder exchange some words. Then there is Pete’s Café on the main road, a lovely steamy unbuttoned room where men sit in their work clothes in a friendly fug of bonhomie and banter, smoking, stirring silver streams of sugar into mugs of bright brown tea. But it would not be fair to take this child in there and spoil that Edenic all-day-breakfast fun. It would take the insensitivity of an ox. Unthinkable.
Here is all right. They get all sorts here. Here is used to women walking in with that look on their faces—What hit me? Even now there is a confused-looking specimen up there ordering a decaffitated coffee, takeaway, at the counter.
“Every now and then I think I might give it up, see if that helps,” says Frances. “Caffeine. But then I reckon it’s just a drop in the ocean.”
Ben rocks backwards in his chair a few times, seeing how far he can go. He is making a resonant zooming noise behind his teeth, but not very loudly yet. Sally keeps her baggy eye on him and says, “Sometimes I think I’m just pathetic, but then other times I think, I’m not a tank.”
“Cannon fodder,” observes Frances.
“It’s all right if you’re the sort who can manage on four hours,” says Sally. “Churchill. Thatcher. Bugger.”
Ben, having tipped his chair to the point of no return, carries on down towards the floor in slow motion. Frances dives in and with quiet skill prevents infant skull from hitting lino-clad concrete.
“Reflexes,” says Sally gratefully. “Shot to pieces.”
She clasps the shaken child to her coat with absent fervor. He is drawing breath for a blare of delayed shock when the arrival of the toast deflects him.
“The camel’s back,” says Sally obscurely.
“Not funny,” comments Frances, who understands that she is referring to sleep, or its absence.
Ben takes the buttery knife from the side of his plate and waves it in the air, then drops it onto his mother’s coat sleeve. From there it falls to her lap and then, noisily, to the floor. She dabs at the butter stains with a tissue and bangs her forehead as she reaches beneath the table for the knife. Ben laughs and sand-papers his chin with a square of toast.
This woman Sally has a drinker’s face, but her lusterless gray skin and saurian eye come not from alcohol but from prolonged lack of sleep.
As a former research student it has often occurred to her that  a medical or sociology postgraduate might profitably study the  phenomenon in society of a large number of professional women   in their thirties suffering from exhaustion. Her third child, this  bouncing boy, has woken at least four times a night since he was  born. Most mornings he won’t go back to sleep after five, so she   has him in with her jumping and playing and singing. She hasn’t shared a bedroom with her husband for eighteen months now. She’d carried on full-time through the first and second. They slept. Luck  of the draw. Yes of course she has talked to her Health Visitor about this, she has taken the boy to a sleep clinic, she has rung Cry-sis and  listened to unseen mothers in the same foundering boat. The Health  Visitor booked her into a sleep counseling course which involved her taking an afternoon every week off work, driving an hour’s round  trip on the North Circular, only to listen to some well-meaning woman tell her what damage this sleep pattern was causing to the family unit, to her health, to her marriage, to the boy’s less demanding siblings. Well, she knew all that anyway, didn’t she. After the  third session she said, What’s the point. Not every problem has a  solution, she decided, and here it is obviously a brutally simple  question of survival, of whether she cracks before he starts sleeping  through. It’s years now.
These thoughts flash through her mind, vivid and open, but must remain unspoken as Ben’s presence precludes anything much in the way of communication beyond blinking in Morse. The few words she has exchanged with this woman Frances, known only by sight after all from the nursery school queue, are the merest tips of icebergs. Such thoughts are dangerous to articulate anyway, bringing up into the air what has been submerged. Nearly all faces close in censorship at the merest hint of such talk. Put up and shut up is the rule, except with fellow mothers. Even then it can be taken as letting the side down. She yawns uncontrollably so that her eyes water, leaving her with the face of a bloodhound.
From her handbag this tired woman Sally takes a pad and felt tips and places them in front of her son Ben, who is rolling his eyes and braying like a donkey.
“Shush, Ben,” she says. “You’re not a donkey.”
He looks at her with beautiful affectless eyes. He sucks in air and starts up a series of guttural snorts.
“You’re not a piggy, Ben, stop it,” says Sally.
“Piggy,” says Ben, laughing with lunatic fervor.
“They were brilliant at work, they bent over backwards,” says Sally, rapidly, anyway. “It was me that resigned, I thought it wasn’t fair on them. I was going into work for a rest. Ben!”
“That’s hard,” says Frances, watching as Sally straightens the boy in his chair and tries to engage him in coloring a picture of a rabbit in police uniform.
“Do you work then?” asks Sally, filling in one long furry ear with pink.
“Yes. No,” says Frances. “I shouldn’t be here! You know, round the edges at the moment. I mean, I must. I have. Always. Unthinkable! But, erm. You know. Freelance at the moment.”
Ben pushes the paper away from him and grasps at a handful of felt tips. He throws them against the window and cheers at the clatter they make on impact.
“No, Ben!” growls Sally through clenched teeth. “Naughty.”
The two women grovel under the table picking up pens. Ben throws a few more after them.
What Frances would have said had there been a quiet patch of  more than five seconds was that she had worked full-time all through the babyhood of her first child, Emma, and also until her second, Rose, was three, as well as running the domestic circus, functioning as the beating heart of the family while deferring to the demands of her partner’s job in that it was always her rather than him who took a day off sick when one of the girls sprained a wrist or starred in a concert, and her too of course who was responsible for finding, organizing and paying for child care and for the necessary expenditure of countless megavolts of the vicarious emotional and practical energy involved in having someone else look after your babies while you are outside the house all day, all the deeply unrestful habits of vigilance masquerading as “every confidence” in the nanny who would, perfectly reasonably, really rather be an aerobics instructor working on Legs Tums ’n’ Bums.
Then there was one nanny-based strappado too many; and she cracked. After all those years. She had come home unexpectedly in the afternoon to find the woman fast asleep on the sofa, clubbed  out as she later put it, while Emma and Rose played on the stairs  with needles and matches or some such. Could be worse, her sensible woman-in-the-workplace voice said; she’s young, she likes a good time and why shouldn’t she; nothing happened, did it? To hell with that, her mother-in-the-house voice said; I could be the one on the sofa rather than out there busting a gut and barely breaking even. 
The nanny before had been a secret smacker, the knowledge of  which made Frances moan aloud in the small hours (and, if she but  knew it, would do so until she died).
She needed work, she loved work, she was educated for it.  Didn’t she, Sally, feel the same way? She’d never asked her partner for money; no, they were equals, pulling together. Well, work was fabulous while you were there; it was what you had to do before  and after work that was the killer. It was good for the girls to see  their mother out working in the real world, he said when she  talked of feeling torn apart; a role model. There’s no need to feel  guilty, he would begin, with Godlike compassion. It’s not guilt, you  fool. It’s the unwelcome awareness that being daily ripped in half is not good, not even ultimately. I agree with all the reasons. “I’m  sorry, they’ve got to realize that you are a person in your own right  and have work to do.” I couldn’t agree more. “Women have always worked, except for that brief sinister time in the fifties.” Yes. But had they always had to work a ten-hour day at a full hour’s commuting distance from their babies while not showing by a murmur  or a flicker what this was doing to them?
So here she was after all these years “gone freelance,” that coy phrase, cramming a full-time job into their school hours and also the evenings once they’d gone to bed. She had a large envelope of sweets pinned to the wall by the telephone so that she could receive work calls to the noise of lollipop sucking rather than shrilling and howls. And now, of course, she had no sick pay, paid holiday, pension or maternity leave should she be so foolish as to find herself pregnant again. Just as the welfare state she’d been raised to lean on was packing up.
Unfortunately not one word of this makes it into the light of day, as Ben is creating.
“It was more fun at work,” Frances bursts out, watching Sally wipe the child’s buttery jawline with another of the inexhaustible supply of tissues from her bag. “You get some respect at work.”
“My last childminder,” says Sally. She flinches.
“Snap,” says Frances.
The two women sip their powerless cappuccinos.
“In a couple of years’ time, when this one starts school,” says Sally, “I could probably get back, get by with an au pair in term-time. Someone to collect them from school, get their tea. But then there’s the holidays.”
“Very long, the holidays,” agrees Frances.
“Not fair on the poor girl,” says Sally. “Not when she doesn’t speak English. Now if it was just Leo he’d be fine,” she continues, off on another tack, thinking aloud about her two eldest children. “But Gemma is different.”
The child Ben slides off his chair and runs over to the glass-fronted display of sandwich fillings, the metal trays of damp cheese, dead ham and tired old tuna mixed with sweet corn kernels. He starts to hit the glass with the flat of his hand. There is a collective intake of breath and everyone turns to stare. As she lurches over to apologize and expostulate, Sally’s mind continues to follow her train of thought, silently addressing Frances even if all that Frances can see of her is a bumbling clucking blur.
Children are all different, Sally thinks on, and they are different  from birth. Her own son Leo has a robust nature, a level temperament and the valuable ability to amuse himself, which is what makes him so easy to care for. He has smilingly greeted more than half a dozen nannies and childminders in his time, and waved them good-bye with equal cheeriness. Gemma, however, was born more anxious, less spirited. She cries easily and when her mother used to leave the house for work would abandon herself to despair. She is crushingly jealous of this youngest child Ben. She wants to sit on Sally’s lap all the time when she is there, and nags and whines like a neglected wife, and clings so hard that all around are uncomfortably filled with irritation. She has formed fervid attachments to the aforementioned nannies, and has wept bitterly at their various departures. Well, Gemma may thrive better now that her mother is at home, or she may not; the same could be said of her mother. Time will tell, but by then of course it will be then and not now, and Sally will be unemployable whichever way it has turned out.
“Oof,” grunts Sally, returning with her son, who leaps within her arms like a young dolphin. She sits him firmly on his chair again.
“My neighbor’s nanny wrote their car off last week,” says Frances. “Nobody hurt, luckily.”
They both shudder.
“We’re so lucky,” they agree, solemn, glum, gazing at zany Ben as he stabs holes into the police rabbit with a sharp red pen. Sally yawns uncontrollably, then Frances starts up where she leaves off.
After all, they’re getting nowhere fast.
An elderly woman pauses as she edges past their table on the way to the till. She cocks her head on one side and smiles brightly at Ben, whose mouth drops open. He stares at her, transfixed, with the expression of a seraph who has understood the mystery of the sixth pair of wings. His mother Sally knows that he is in fact temporarily dumbstruck by the woman’s tremendous wart, which sits at the corner of her mouth with several black hairs sprouting from it.
“What a handsome little fellow,” says the woman fondly. “Make the most of it, dear,” she continues, smiling at Sally. “It goes so fast.” Sally tenses as she smiles brightly back, willing her son not to produce one of his devastating monosyllables. Surely he does not know the word for wart yet.
“Such a short time,” repeats the woman, damp-eyed.
Well, not really, thinks Frances. Sometimes it takes an hour to go a  hundred yards. Now that she knows what she knows she puts it at three and a half years per child, the time spent exhausted, absorbed,  used up; and, what’s more, if not, then something’s wrong. That’s a whole decade if you have three! This is accurate, wouldn’t you agree,  she wants to ask Sally; this is surely true for all but those women  with Olympic physical stamina, cast-iron immune systems, steel-clad nerves and sensitivities. Extraordinary women; heroines, in fact. But what about the strugglers? The ordinary mother strugglers? Why do they educate us, Sally, only to make it so hard for us to work afterwards? Why don’t they insist on hysterectomies for girls who want further education and have done with it? Of course none of this will get said. There is simply no airspace.
Ben’s eyes have sharpened and focused on his admirer’s huge side-of-the-mouth wart.
“Witch,” he says, loud and distinct.
“Ben,” says Sally. She looks ready to cry, and so does the older woman, who smiles with a hurt face and says, “Don’t worry, dear, he didn’t mean anything,” and moves off.
“WITCH,” shouts Ben, following her with his eyes.
At this point, Sally and Frances give up. With a scraping of chairs and a flailing of coats, they wordlessly heave themselves and Ben and his paraphernalia up to the counter, and pay, and go. They won’t try that again in a hurry. They smile briefly at each other as they say good-bye, wry and guarded. They have exchanged little more than two hundred words inside this hour, and how much friendship can you base on that?
After all, it’s important to put up a decent apologia for your life; well, it is to other people, mostly; to come up with a convincing defense, to argue your corner. It’s nothing but healthy, the way the sanguine mind does leap around looking for the advantages of any new shift in situation. And if you can’t, or won’t, you will be shunned. You will appear to be a whiner, or a malcontent. Frances knows this, and so does Sally.
Even so they pause and turn and give each other a brief gruff foolish hug, with the child safely sandwiched between them.
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London branch of Bank of Alba.

Lanky, hyper. Golf, football,
supports Partick Thisele (cue
football banter). Heavy drinker.

hitting Edinburgh branch of

Bank of Alba. Possible future work
heres currently with Clarence
Sweets but they messed up a big
case for him last yaar. Golf?

Nicola Beaumont
Partner at Litdleboy & Pringle
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